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REASONING AND CHOICE

Drawing on a multitude of data sets and building on analyses carried out over more
than a decade, Reasoning and Choice offers a major new theroretical explanation of
how ordinary citizens figure out what they favor and oppose politically. Reacting
against the conventional wisdom, which stresses how little attention the general public
pays to political issues and the lack of consistency in their political opinions, the
studies presented in this book redirect attention to the processes of reasoning that can
be discerned when people are confronted with choices about political issues.

These studies demonstrate that ordinary people are in fact capable of reasoning
dependably about political issues by the use of judgmental heuristics, even if they
have only a limited knowledge of politics and of specific issues. An important point
is that both the well educated and the less educated use heuristics in political reason-
ing, but that the well educated tend to employ different heuristics and take into account
more factors in their consideration of issues. A number of other important themes in
public opinion and political psychology research are addressed, including the question
of how consistency in belief systems should be interpreted, the interdependence of
affect and cognition in political reasoning, the importance of education as a determin-
ing factor in a person’s reasoning skills, and the importance of considering the dynam-
ics of the reasoning process.
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Preface

At first opportunistically, then programmatically, a growing band of us have
worked to develop an account of how people reason about political choices.
Though we are acutely aware of the limitations of our approach, we do believe
it is on the way to becoming a perspective on public opinion and political psy-
chology. So we have brought together a selection of research papers, both to lay
out our general approach and to present some of our specific results.

Most of these studies are being published for the first time, whereas the
remainder have been scattered through professional journals. This volume thus
provides our colleagues in political science, public opinion, and political psy-
chology their first chance to see and assess what we have been up to, all in all.

Typically, a book in public opinion offers a focused analysis of a specific
problem — say, voting — relying either on one set of interviews or on multiple sets
using the same questionnaire. Here we have drawn together triply independent
studies: concerned with different problems, drawing on separate samples and
even sampling frames, assessing different variables or assessing the same vari-
able in different ways. These studies, though, grow out of a common framework,
and so far as the resuits of each confirm the others, confidence in the overall
argument should be increased. So far as the results of these studies are mutually
confirmatory, although samples, variables, and measures differ, then the overall
set of studies should convince even if each study itself is only partly persuasive.

Beyond this, the ideas we have been working on have changed by virtue of
working on them. This holds particularly for the phenomena we want to account
for. At the outset, the dependent variables were all familiar; now, in the studies
of persuasibility, for example, we have somehow managed to land on new
ground, and our exploration of it remains preliminary. The measure of our prog-
ress is thus twofold: The cumulation of studies has led to increased support for the
core of our account of reasoning and choice, and to increased awareness of com-
plexity at the periphery.

Our debts run in two directions. So far as data are concerned, we are part of the
community of social scientists who benefit from the National Election Studies
and the General Social Survey, operated by the Center for Political Studies of
the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan and the National
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Xiv Preface

Opinion Research Center, both supported by grants from the National Science
Foundation. In addition, we ourselves have benefited from the support of the Na-
tional Science Foundation (Grant No. SES 8508937), which underwrote the costs
of data collection for the analyses reported in Chapters 11, 12, and 13.

Data aside, we are in debt to colleagues for ideas and encouragement. At the
head of the list is Percy Tannenbaum, director of the Survey Research Center at
the University of California, Berkeley. He has given us assistance at every step,
and indeed is responsible for the original suggestion that Sniderman and Tetlock
should initiate a research program in political psychology at the Center. Our
colleagues at the Center have as much to answer for. Our debt to Merrill Shanks
will become even more obvious in subsequent publications, but it already cannot
be concealed, as Chapters 11 through 13 will make plain. As director of the
Computer-assisted Survey Methods Program, he developed the programming
that has allowed us to integrate experimental design and survey research in a new
way. For that matter, we are in arrears to Michael Hout; and proud of it: One
always owes one’s friends.

Finally, we want to thank the British Journal of Political Science, the Ameri-
can Political Science Review, the American Journal of Political Science, and the
University of Ilinois Press for reprint permission. We are additionally and espe-
cially indebted to two people for assistance in preparing the manuscript — indeed,
so much so that however much were we to say they had helped, they might
justifiably say that they had helped even more. So we will just express our sincere
appreciation to Mark D. Spranca and Lani Kask.
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